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ABSTRACT

Training Paraeducators to Use Behavior Management Strategies: The Implementation and
Evaluation of a Brief Targeted Inservice

By

Aubrey Whiting, Master of Education
Utah State University, 2014
Major Professor: Nancy Glomb
Department: Special Education and Rehabilitation

Training paraprofessionals to be highly qualified providers of services to students
with disabilities is a requirement of the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Improvement Act (IDEIA), although many special education paraprofessionals still lack
the skills and knowledge to work with students with special education needs –
particularly those who engage in disruptive behaviors. This project evaluated the use of
one module of a 10-week online paraeducator inservice training (Morgan et al., 2004)
that focused on behavioral interventions. Five paraprofessionals who currently work at a
public school for students with significant behavior problems in a rural school district in
the Western United States participated in the training. The live face-to-face training
included direct instruction on the basic principles of applied behavior analysis. A singlecase pretest-posttest design was used to evaluate the effectiveness of the face-to-face
training for all five participants immediately after the training had ended, and the extent
to which participants maintained the information one month after the training session.
Data collected on participants’ acquisition and maintenance of knowledge of behavior
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management strategies based on the principles of applied behavior analysis indicate that
the training was successful.
(50 Pages)
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Introduction
Paraprofessionals, when trained properly, are a key component to educating
students with disabilities (Breton, 2010). During the past twenty years, paraeducators are
being used with increasing frequency to provide direct services to students with
disabilities, and as a result there is a greater recognition of the need for more trained
individuals (Carter et al., 2009).
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA) requires
that paraprofessionals are highly qualifies, but lack of expertise within districts to
develop or select training programs, lack of funding for training, low salaries for
paraprofessionals, and the time it takes for special educators to adequately supervise and
train their paraprofessionals are factors that often preclude effective and sufficient
training for paraprofessionals (Morgan, Forbush, & Nelson, 2004). In addition, there are
no national standards for paraeducator licensure as there are for special education
teachers (CEC, 2012; Katsiyannis et al., 2000). There is no way to make sure all
paraprofessionals have gone through the same training, and that all individuals are
expected to know the same things. This makes it difficult to hold all individuals to the
same standard. This would suggest that local districts and schools need to take
responsibility for ensuring that the paraprofessionals in their buildings have the skills and
knowledge to work with their specific populations. Supervision and training typically
starts and ends with the classroom teacher, but it is ultimately the administrator’s
responsibility to supervise paraprofessionals (Ashbaker & Morgan, 2006).
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Since the IDEIA requirement in 2004 that paraeducators be highly qualified, all
states have standards for paraeducator knowledge and skill. In Utah, the Standards for
Instructional Paraeducator (http://utahparas.org/standards4paras.pdf) emphasize
instructional skills in academic areas, and specific behavior management skills are not
included, And yet, a majority of paraprofessionals time is spent dealing with behaviors or
implementing behavior plans (Carter et al., 2009). Due to the fact that behavior is dealt
with often and that “challenging student behaviors are a prominent factor in the
development of teacher stress and burnout” (Gebbie et al., 2011) behavior training
appears to be an area that should be addressed “up front” for paraprofessionals who are
hired to work with students with challenging behaviors.
What to Teach
While state and national standards for paraeducators include standards such as
“Implement individualized reinforcement systems and environmental modifications at
levels equal to the intensity of the behavior as determined by the instructional team” and
“Use strategies as determined by the instructional team in a variety of settings to assist in
the development of social skills” (CEC, 2012), paraeducators rarely receive training in
the basic principles of applied behavior analysis that serve as the foundation for these
standards. Paraprofessionals need to understand that behavior is learned, that is shaped by
the consequences of that behavior, what reinforcement and punishment really are, and
that behaviors have a function (Cooper, Heron, and Heward, 2007). Given the fact that
several researchers have found that the least qualified paraprofessionals were the ones in
charge of educating the most challenging students (Carter et al., 2009; Breton, 2010;
Giangreco & Broer, 2007), and that most paraeducators receive only information about
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students’ specific behavior intervention plans and not the underlying principles guiding
them, there appears to be a need to include training in the principles of applied behavior
analysis for paraeducators who work with students with challenging behaviors.

Approaches for Training Paraprofessionals
Most of the studies on paraeducator training describe one-day, and in some cases
one week at the beginning of the school year (Dowey et al. 2007; Gore & Umizawa
2011; Hall et al. 2010; Sawka et al. 2002; Tierney et al. 2007). Two of the common
limitations in these studies were: 1) too much content was covered leading to overload,
and 2) the lack of follow-up coaching to promote the generalization and maintenance of
the skills presented during training.
Morgan, Forbush & Nelson (2004) provided a web-based training for
paraprofessionals that was delivered after school during one-hour sessions for 10 weeks.
While this training was effective in teaching paraeducators about basic behavior
management and instructional skills, it does not address the need to quickly prepare
paraprofessionals who work with students with severe behavior problems to respond to
those behaviors. Another drawback to this approach is the current lack of funding for
compensating paraprofessionals to work additional hours.
Gebbie et al. 2011, provided face-to-face training via broadcast technology and
included online discussion formats so that teachers located at different buildings within
the district could communicate with one another. As with the Morgan, Forbush, and
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Nelson (2004) study, this training covered a very broad range of knowledge and skills
and although online follow up support was available, on site coaching was not provided.
Purpose Statement/Evaluation Questions
Paraprofessionals who work with students with significant behavior problems
need specific, targeted training in the basic principles of applied behavior analysis prior
to entering the classroom. Furthermore, paraeducators need on-site, follow-up coaching
to support the generalization and maintenance of those skills once the in-service training
has ended. The purpose of this project was to evaluate the efficacy of a brief targeted
inservice training for paraeducators who work with students with significant behavior
problems. The inservice used two of the ten modules created by Morgan, Forbush &
Nelson (2004), namely: Module #1: Overview of Special Education, and Module #4:
Principles of Behavior Management.. The specific evaluation questions were:
1.

Will participants’ knowledge of applied behavior analysis improve after
participating in the in-service training?

2.

Will participants’ knowledge of applied behavior analysis maintain one
month after training has ended?

Method

Setting
Training took place at Con Amore School, a school for students ages 3 to 22 with
severe cognitive disabilities. It took place in the conference room where there is a big
table and a projector.
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Participants
Five paraeducators participated in this project. All participants began their
employment at the beginning of the 2014-2015 school year. One participant had taken an
undergraduate special education course, one is a parent of a student with an IEP and had
familiarity with behavior management terminology, one has had some prior training in
behavior management from a previous employer, and two had no prior knowledge or
experience with behavior management strategies or terminology. All of the participants
work at Con Amore School - one in the preschool, one in the K-2nd grade classroom, one
in the 3rd-5th grade classroom, one in the 6th-8th grade classroom, and one in the 9th gradeage 22 classroom. Before the first inservice training day, all participants signed a consent
to participate in the project (Appendix A).
Preparation of Training Materials
Because the training for this project was conducted during a live training sessions,
as opposed to online as in the Morgan et.al. (2004) study, the lessons and activities from
the behavior strategies module were typed into a power point presentation, and hard
copies of the end-of-module test that was used as the pretest/posttest measure were also
produced. The school principal reviewed the original video modules and power point and
print-based materials created for this training to ensure that the content was identical.
A Thursday afternoon was identified by the administration as a good day to
conduct the training, and substitutes were arranged for the paraeducator participants.
Procedures
Training Day: The training session included all of the content and activities
included in the fourth module in the Morgan et.al. (2004) 10-week training. This module
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provides information and activities related to the principles of applied behavior analysis.
The training began with a pretest, which consisted of 20 fill in the blank questions about
the principles of applied behavior analysis (Appendix B). After the pretest, I went
through the power point presentation (Appendix C) including the whole-group discussion
during mini assignments, video examples and discussions and progress checks.
Participants gave ideas and examples, and asked questions to clarify instruction or to tie
content to their working environment. The participants ended the training by completing
the post-test measure (Appendix B). A district administrator attended the training session
and checked each section of the lesson as a fidelity of implementation measure. The
lesson was implemented with 100% fidelity.
Maintenance Probe: The five participants in this project were observed once a
week for four weeks following the training, and coaching on behavioral strategies was
available if necessary. Three of the five participants implemented the behavioral
strategies necessary for the students in their classrooms with 100% fidelity, and two of
the participants required coaching to implement behavioral strategies such as delivering
reinforcement for appropriate behaviors and delivering consequences for inappropriate
behaviors. The focus of those weekly coaching sessions in included in Appendix D. Four
weeks after the second training session was conducted, I administered the post-test again
to the five participants.
Dependent Measures
The dependent variable for this project was paraeducator knowledge of the
principles of applied behavior analysis. The dependent measure was the pretest/posttest
measure that was administered before and after the second training session, and one
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month after the training. The pre-test/post-test consisted of twenty fill in the blank
questions.
Evaluation Design
An AB single subject design was used to determine the extent to which the
training was associated with improvements in and maintenance of participants’
knowledge of applied behavior analysis.

Results
The number of correct responses per item on the pre-test, post-test immediately
after the training and the post-test that was administered one month after the training
were graphed to allow for an item analysis. Figure 1 presents the results of that analysis.
Questions 3,6, 9, 10, 11, 14,15,16,17, 18 and 20 were answered incorrectly on the pretest
by all participants. The post-test that was administered immediately after the second
training session resulted in improvements in responses to all of the questions included in
the assessment, although maintenance of the information covered in the training on
applied behavior analysis was highly variable one month after the second training. Only
seven of the 20 questions included in the assessment showed either the same or increased
rates of correct responding on the one month follow up. It is interesting to note that
participants 1 and 5 (Figure 2) were the paraeducators who received coaching during the
one month follow up based on classroom observations of their implementation of the
behavior plans, but the coaching did not appear to be associated with improved
responding relative to two of the three paraeducators who did not receive coaching.
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Discussion
Participants 2 and 4 (Figure 2) had some prior knowledge of special education
procedures – more so than the other three participants, and this may have affected their
performance on the pre-and post-tests. Another variable that may have differentially
affected the participant’s responses was the fact that each paraeducator was assigned to a
different classroom, and some classrooms have more significant behavior problems and
more structured behavior plans than others. The participant who scored higher on the
immediate post-test and one month follow up posttest (participant 4) had more
opportunities to practice the strategies included in the training and probably scored better
because there were more practice opportunities.
Additionally, participant 3 was resistant to the training throughout the project and
did not like the posttests, even though she had consented to participate in all aspects of
the project. She refused to complete the immediate posttest because she reported feeling
overwhelmed with too much information and took it at a later time. It may be beneficial
in future inservice trainings for paraeducators to offer incentives for fully participating.
Finally, conducting live role plays beyond just discussing the examples included
in the videos may have helped to reinforce learning and make the training more engaging.

Conclusion
Despite the limitations discussed above, all participants showed improvements in
their overall knowledge of applied behavior analysis principles, indicating the use of
individual modules in the 10-week training package can be used to improve
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paraeducator’s knowledge of special education practices – specifically in this case the
principles of applied behavior analysis. If I were going to conduct this training in the
future, I would include additional practice activities for the items that resulted in low to
no maintenance after one month, include live role play activities, use real examples from
the paraeducator’s classrooms to make the training more meaningful, and include
incentives for participation.
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Appendix A:
Consent Form
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Consent Form for Participation in a Research Study
Utah State University
TRAINING AIDES WHO WORK WITH SEVERE BEHAVIORS TO RESPOND SAFELY AND
EFFECTIVELY
Description of the research and your participation
You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Aubrey Whiting. The purpose of
this research is to ensure quality training on behavior for aides teaching students with severe
behaviors.
Your participation will involve taking a pre and post-test, participating in an hour long in-service
on behavior, and being observed a month after to see how the knowledge learned is being
utilized in the classroom.
Protection of confidentiality
Confidentiality will be maintained with regards to your pre-test, post-test, and evaluation. No
individual names will be used in any publication that has to do with this study, only scores and
numbers will be utilized.
Voluntary participation
Your participation in this research study is voluntary. You may choose not to participate and you
may withdraw your consent to participate at any time. You will not be penalized in any way
should you decide not to participate or to withdraw from this study.
Contact information
If you have any questions or concerns about this study, or if any problems arise, please contact
Aubrey Whiting at (801) 473-3613.
Consent
I have read this consent form and have been given the opportunity to ask questions. I give my
consent to participate in this study.

Participant’s signature_______________________________ Date: _________________

A copy of this consent form should be given to you.
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Appendix B:
Pretest Posttest Measure
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Appendix C:
Power Point Presentation for Training
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Appendix D:
Coaching Session Topics
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Figure 1: Number of participants who answered each question correctly on the pre-test,
post-test,
test, and one month follow up test.
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Figure 2: Number of questions answered correctly per participant on the pre-test, posttest, on one month follow-up test.

